Aggression and nest spacing in single and mixed species groups of seabirds.
When heterospecific seabirds are part of a nesting colony, there may be less opportunity for conspecifics to come in direct contact with each other, resulting in lower intraspecific aggressiveness. To determine if individuals spend less time in aggressive behavior when nesting in conspecific rather than heterospecific groups, we compared the behavior of black skimmers (Rhynchops niger) nesting with gull-billed terns (Sterna nilotica) in three mixed species subcolonies to those of black skimmers in three single species subcolonies. In contrast to our predictions, black skimmers spent significantly less time in aggressive behaviors when nesting in single species subcolonies than when nesting with heterospecifics. Although skimmers in mixed species subcolonies tended to have more aggressive interactions with skimmers than terns, this may be a function of subcolony composition; the proportions of aggressive interactions with conspecifics were similar to the proportions of conspecifics in each subcolony. However, within the mixed species subcolonies, skimmers that nested nearer to terns were involved in aggressive interactions significantly less than skimmers that nested closer to conspecifics. Also, skimmers nested closer to their nearest neighbor when it was a gull-billed tern than when it was another skimmer. Regardless of which species they nested closest to, skimmers were more aggressive towards other skimmers than to terns within the mixed species subcolonies. Distance to nearest neighbor's nest did not differ significantly between the colony types, and did not seem to influence the duration of aggressive activity in the single species subcolonies. In the mixed species subcolonies, however, the time spent in aggressive behavior increased as the distance to nearest neighbor increased. It appears that of the several benefits that have been proposed of mixed species colonies, reduced time spent in conspecific aggression is not among them. However, within a mixed species colony, an individual can reduce time spent in aggressive interactions by nesting near heterospecifics.